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Abstract 
This article investigates the problem of connection between the academic performance of schoolchildren and their defense 
mechanisms. The article describes the author’s diagnostic method of defense mechanisms and shows the sphere of its 
application, which is the diagnostics of high schoolchildren's defense mechanisms. The author analyzes the connection 
between schoolchildren’s academic performance and their defense mechanisms. Defense mechanisms originate and develop 
in early childhood; therefore the problem requires further investigation. 
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1. Introduction 
High academic performance of schoolchildren is not only the key to success in school studies and the following 
higher education; it also plays a major role in schoolchildren’s everyday life, making them competitive in the 
modern society. Performance researches have been conducted within a range of theoretical frameworks, but these 
researches never actually analyzed the connection between academic performance and specific psychological 
defenses, including psychological defense mechanisms. 
Psychological defense mechanisms (PDM) are defined as a set of actions aimed at reducing or eliminating any 
changes threatening individual’s biopsychic integrity and stability [1]. They can both contribute to personal 
development and stability, as well as lead to disorganization and maladjustment, depending on their internal 
structure, dynamics, cultural and symbolic level, social mediation and maturity [2]. PDM affect all aspects of the 
psyche in order to maintain a comfortable and permanent way of living. Learning is a process that leads to 
changes in the students’ psyche. Therefore, we can assume that defense mechanisms certainly have an impact on 
the process of learning. 
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During the last decades in Russia, the standardized questionnaires developed by foreign authors have been 
replacing the projective methods in PDM researches; but psychometric and content validation of these 
questionnaires (translated in Russian) states their lack of maturity and adaptation [3]. Therefore, a high-quality 
diagnostic method for personal defense mechanisms is required. 
 
2. Measures and procedure 
 
In our research we used a psycho-diagnostic method "PDMQ" (Psychological Defense Mechanisms 
Questionnaire), created by V. A. Negrii and D. A. Titkov [4]. The questionnaire is based on the classification and 
interpretation of psychological defense mechanisms made by Nancy McWilliams [5]. 
97 students aged 15-18 from four secondary schools in Moscow (High School №1294, Business College №11, 
High School №75 and High School №82) took part in our research. 
All participants filled out the questionnaire "PDMQ". We used the average mark - the arithmetic average of 
quadmester marks - as an index of students’ performance. 
Stepwise linear regression method was used for data analysis. The data was analyzed both for all respondents 
combined and separately for each school. In all cases the Fisher F-statistic was at significance level p <0,001. 
Table 1 shows the predictors of academic performance at the significance level p <0,05. Standardized regression 
coefficient β represents the magnitude and the contribution indicator of this predictor. 
 
Table 1. 
 
School Model Defense mechanisms 
Name n R R-square PDM beta P 
All 97 0,65 0,42 
Splitting -0,471 <0,001 
Denial -0,31 0,001 
Identification 0,212 0,011 
Undoing 0,203 0,022 
Omnipotent control 0,165 0,048 
High School №1294  35 0,74 0,56 
Denial -0,557 <0,001 
Splitting -0,466 0,001 
Identification 0,248 0,048 
Business College №11  36 0,8 0,66 
Splitting -0,53 <0,001 
Denial -0,28 0,019 
Turning against the Self -0,294 0,021 
Identification 0,613 <0,001 
Intellectualization 0,353 0,004 
High Schools №75 and №82  27 0,76 0,57 
Undoing 0,595 <0,001 
Devaluation -0,338 0,025 
 
According to the results of all respondents (97 respondents) such PDMs as “Identification” (β=0,212), “Undoing” 
(β=0,203) and “Omnipotent control” (β=0,165) are more typical for students with high performance; “Splitting” 
(β=0.471) and “Denial” (β=-0,31) - for low-performers. In High School № 1294 (35 respondents) defense 
mechanism “Identification” (β=0,248) is used mostly by high-performers; “Denial” (β=-0,557) and “Splitting” 
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(β=-0,466) – by students with low performance. In Business College № 11 (36 respondents) high-performance 
students mostly have PDMs "Identification” (β=0,613) and “Intellectualization” (β=0,353); low-performers have 
"Turning against the Self” (β=-0,294), “Splitting" (β=-0,53) and "Denial" (β =-0,28). In High Schools №75 and 
№82 (27 respondents) students with high performance more often used PDM "Undoing” (β=0,595); low-
performers used the "Devaluation” (β=-0,338). 
Both general and particular models show that students with high performance tend to use mature defense 
mechanisms, and students with low performance – the primitive ones. First, this indicates that the emotional 
maturity based on advanced defense mechanisms helps achieve higher results in school studies. On the contrary, 
students using primitive defenses are at risk and require special attention in the educational and psychological 
work. Taking into account that the psychological variable and reversible defense mechanisms can be both 
adaptive and pathological [6], and can be evolved by using cognitive development and symbolization [2], the 
development of psychological programs for students who have difficulties in studying, is essential. 
Activation of such mechanisms as "Identification", "Undoing" and even "Intellectualization" presupposes 
orientation and the presence of another person. The development of such mechanisms logically follows from the 
activities of leading students, which include communication with peers and socially beneficial activities. [7] Also, 
these mechanisms are involved in the identity development process ("Identification" is a basis for understanding 
ourselves and others), the development and use of theoretical thinking ("Intellectualization" promotes abstract 
reasoning) and the teenage conflicts resolving with positive self-esteem ("Undoing"). Accordingly, the 
disturbance of these processes due to delay or return to the earlier adaptation and behavior regulation forms (i.e., 
using primitive defense mechanisms) can be considered as a risk factor. 
Such mechanisms as "Undoing", "Omnipotent control" and "Identification" also make us assume that these 
students have more active attitude to life, which involves internal locus of control - the student gets a proactive 
stance, including rituals (in case of "Undoing"). 
 
3. Summary  
 
Summing up, we can make the following conclusions:  
1. Primitive personality defense mechanisms (Splitting, Denial, Devaluation) are associated with low 
performance at school.  
2. Mature personal defense mechanisms (Identification, Undoing, Intellectualization) can be considered as 
predictors of high academic performance. 
3. Adolescents that tend to use primitive defense mechanisms are at risk; therefore the harmonization of their 
personal development requires a specific psychological support. 
To make a conclusion, we should note that the psychological defense mechanisms are inherent to all people and 
are not always related with psychopathological manifestations. Defense mechanisms become permanent methods 
of response through the human personality development and affect all aspects of life, including the studying 
activities. Therefore, the identified connection between performance at school and defense mechanisms 
demonstrates that a specific psychocorrectional work is required, taking into account the individual set of 
psychological defenses, social development situation and leading activities in adolescence. 
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